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£ due i t  on is always a p o lit ica l event 
education is never neutral, educators are ail 
po litic ians Thus tnere can be no ta lk o f 
education w ithout talk o t power, w ithou t talk 
o f econom ic and p o lit ica l power.
- Paulo Freire.
The basis of th is artic le  is tw ofo ld : to  provide 
a survey of three in te rlock ing  currents in 
contem porary radical education; and to 
indicate the nature of practica l po litica l 
activ ity in w hich Australian radicals are 
curren tly  involved. W ith the forces of po litica l 
and educational reaction dem onstrably on the 
march, the need fo r revo lu tionary action has 
never been more evident.
IV A N  IL L IC H :  T H E  A T T A C K  O N  
S C H O O LS
For most teachers, students and academics, 
serious question ing  of the accepted norm s fo r 
schooling was begun by Ivan lllich . In his 
attack on a w ide variety of social institu tions, 
lllich  has been princ ipa lly  concerned w ith 
hum an ity ’s lack of autonom y. This is nowhere 
m ore  e v id e n t th a n  in th e  p ro ce ss  o f 
com pulsory schooling, by which socie ty 
perpetuates and transm its its myths and 
ideologies, lllich  contends that the school 
processes people so they may more readily 
consum e institu tiona lly  defined products. In
this way, schools becomd m anipulative 
institu tions w hich proscribe and foreclose 
opportun ities fo r students and teachers to 
meet the ir own needs. Against the prevailing 
notion of society organised along industria l 
and bureaucratic lines, lllich  posits, in 
Alternatives to S chooling (1972), a concept of 
convivia lity. He writes -
I choose the term conv iv ia lity  to designate 
the opposite of industria l p roductiv ity . I 
intend it to  mean autonom ous and 
creative in tercourse among persons, and 
the intercourse of persons w ith the ir 
environm ent, and th is in contrast w ith the 
cond itioned response of persons to 
demands made upon them  by others, and 
by a man-made environm ent. I consider 
conviv ia lity to be ind iv idua l freedom  
realised in personal in ter-dependence, 
and as such, an in trins ic  ethical value. (P. 
50)
W hile Ivan lllich  is best known fo r his 
Deschooling Socicty (1971) it w ould  be 
m isleading to see this merely as a book about 
schools. In by-passing a p lethora of reform ers 
who still put the ir fa ith in the pe rfec tib ility  of 
in s t i t u t io n s ,  l l l i c h  a rg u e s  fo r  th e  
disestablishm ent of any and all social 
s tru c tu re s  w h ich  fru s tra te  c o n v iv ia l ity . 
Modern societies, accord ing to lllich , by 
confla ting  the d is tinc tion  between education
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and schooling, not on ly devalue learning 
undertaken on one ’s own behalf, but also 
fac ilita te  the school's m onopo lisa tion  of 
education funds and resources.
I l l ic h 's  t re n c h a n t c r i t iq u e  o t so c ia l 
institu tions has aroused w idespread debate 
Yet it has also been subjected to a radical 
marxist evaluation H erbert G intis in the 
Harvard Educational Review (Feb 1972) 
accepts that Illich 's descrip tion  of modern 
society is pertinent, but suggests his analysis 
is s im plistic. G intis charges lliich  w ith not 
going nearly far enough. D eschooling Society 
is a diversion from  the com plex po litica l, 
organisational, in te llectua l and personal 
demands of revo lu tionary reconstruction  in 
education. It is crucia l, G in tis writes, that 
educators and students w ho have been 
attracted to Illich  by the ir own frustra tion  and 
d is illusionm ent, move beyond him.
Central to G in tis ’ a ttack on I llich is the 
la tte r’s neglect of the po litica l econom y of 
education. For lliich , the  source o f social 
decay is located in the m anipu la tive behavior 
of corporate bureaucracies. G intis, by 
contrast, argues that the norm al operation of 
basic cap ita lis t econom ic ins titu tions are to 
blame. These consisten tly  sacrifice  healthy 
com m unity  developm ent, w ork, environm ent, 
e d u c a tio n  and so c ia l e q u a lity  to  the  
accum ulation of capita l and the pursu it of 
pro fit. Furthermore, the de leterious social 
outcom es of cap ita lis t p roduction  are quite 
independent of the values and preferences of 
individuals. They are ce rta in ly  in no sense a 
re f le c t io n  o f th e  a u to n o m o u s  w ills  of 
m anipulating bureaucrats. Thus, by merely 
e n d in g  m a n ip u la t io n  a n d  e n d o rs in g  
convivia lity, lliich  has ignored the structure 
and function ing  of econom ic institu tions 
under capita lism . In re jecting schools, G intis 
concludes, lliich  embraces a com m odity  
fe tish ist ideal in education, and in re jecting 
po litica l action he a ffirm s a utilita rian, 
ind iv idua lis tic  conception  of hum anity. Since 
Illich ’s analysis fa ils to pass beyond the given, 
it offers little  hope fo r radical educational 
change.
PAU LO  FREIRE: E D U C A T IO N  FOR 
L IBE R A TIO N
Far more radical, both in theory and 
practice, has been the w ork of exiled Brazilian 
educator, Paulo Freire. A fte r the rightw ing 
coup in 1964, Freire was arrested, jailed, and
deported fo r the allegedly subversive nature of 
his work in prom oting adult literacy. As he 
later remarked, "education fo r liberation is not 
the subject for a p icn ic; one can’t expect the 
ru ling ciass to send you on holiday to a trop ica l 
is land” .
Freire’s concern w ith developing a liberating 
pedagogy fo r the oppressed in the Th ird  W orld 
has led him to assert tha t education isa lw aysa  
po litica l event. Echoing sentim ents in M arx’s 
German Ideology, Freire writes, “ in a class 
society, the power elite necessarily determ ine 
what education w ill be and therefore its 
oo jectives” To achieve through education a 
humane transform ation o f the w orld, Freire 
advocates a *orm of revo lu tionary praxis: that 
is, action and critica l reflection on the w orld in 
order to  change it. For him th is involves a 
concept of man as a know ing subject who 
s tr iv e s  to  a ch ieve  an e v e r-d e e p e n in g  
awareness of the socio -cu ltu ra l and historical 
reality w hich shapes his life. From th is 
awareness develops a capacity to know and 
tra n s fo rm  th a t re a lity , a lo n g  w ith  a 
com m itm ent to such a transform ation. To put 
it in Freire’s own words -
... to change hearts w ithou t changing the 
structures which prevent good hearts is 
insane. Consciousness can ’t be changed  
th rough sermons o r seminars. It can on ly  
occur when we are com m itted, engaged  
in a real program m e o f praxis, o f action  
and reflection.
(Th ink ing  w ith Paulo Freire)
T O W AR D S A PO LIT IC A L  EC O N O M Y OF  
E D U C A T IO N : SAM BOWLES AN D  HERB  
G INTIS
T h e  th i r d  c o n t r ib u t in g  th e m e  to  
contem porary education emanates from  the 
research of po litica l econom ists Sam Bowles 
and Herb G intis whose recently published 
book Schooling in Capita list America (1976) is 
reviewed elsewhere in th is issue. The ir w ork is 
s trongly c ritica l of the fa ilu re  of education to 
prom ote econom ic equality in cap ita lis t 
societies. The reason fo r th is is that the school 
system m irrors the inherently unequal 
s tructure of capita lism . Until th is s tructure is 
a b a n d o n e d  and re p laced  by a m ore  
dem ocratic and egalitarian system, our 
schools, colleges and universities w ill serve as
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mere too ls fo r re in forc ing an authorita rian  
sys tem , ra th e r th a n  as a m eans fo r  
transform ing it.
Possibly the most dram atic find ing  by 
Bowles and G in tis  is the sta tis tica lly  verifiab le  
congruence between the personality tra its 
conducive to proper job  perform ance and 
those w h ich  are rewarded w ith high grades in 
the  c la s s ro o m . A t th e  b o tto m  o f the  
occupationa l h ierarchy workers have to  be 
subordinate, docile, punctua l and con fo rm  to 
external au thority . If workers occupy positions 
h igher up the em ploym ent h ierarchy then the 
more valued tra its are se lf-contro l, fle x ib ility  
and the capacity to make decisions. Bowles 
and G intis have found that schools reproduce 
d iffe ren t types of personality and behavior in 
d iffe ren t social groups, thereby reproducing 
social s tra tifica tion  and inequality. Thus it is 
otiose fo r devotees of progressive education, 
deschooling and open classrooms to expect 
such reform s to affect the basic s tructu re  of 
s o c ie ty . E d u c a tio n a l ch a n g e  m u s t be 
consonant w ith changes in the w orkp lace; 
when factories and offices are changed from
h ie ra rc h ic a l, a lie n a tin g  s tru c tu re s  in to  
dem ocratica lly  run, egalitarian institu tions, 
then schools w ill func tion  as agencies fo r 
prom oting equal oppo rtun ity  fo r all. The 
school alone can never be an agent fo r 
equality in a fundam enta lly  unequal society.
Bowles and G intis are op tim is tic  about the 
poss ib ility  of revo lu tionary po litica l and 
educational change fo r several reasons. 
Firstly, they suggest the cap ita lis t econom y 
can continue to meet people ’s material needs 
on ly  at the price of denying the ir needs fo r 
personal security, and more integra l, se lf­
in itia ted work and social life. Secondly, private 
property and h ierarch ica l o rganisation will 
become less prevalent as partic ipa to ry  contro l 
by workers is found to be a more productive 
form  o f organisation. Finally, social problem s 
are increasingly po litic ised th rough  the 
extension of the role of governm ent in society. 
Education is a prim e example. Bowles and 
G intis contend that when people understand 
the po litica l o rig ins o f social and econom ic 
distress, they w ill com e to sense the possib ility  
o f a po litica l so lu tion  to these problem s.
Sam Bowles and Herb G intis at the Sydney Radical Education Conference.
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W H A T TO DO A B O U T  S C H O O LS?
In  J u n e  o f  t h i s  y e a r ,  S a m  
Bowles and H erb G intis v isited Austra lia  fo r 
two related conferences. The firs t, at Sydney 
University was devoted to po litica l econom y, 
and the  second at NSW Teachers’ Federation 
Auditorium , concerned w hat to  do about 
schoois. This la tter gathering attracted seven 
hundred students, teachers, academ ics and 
parents fo r a tw o-day exam ination of m arxist 
perspectives on education.
In addition to the stim u la ting  con tribu tions  
made by Bowles and G intis , o ther speakers at 
the conference em phasised the them e of 
radical politica l, econom ic and educational 
change in Australia. Peter Stevens from  
Sydney University, h igh ligh ted  the inevitably 
po litica l nature of the schoo ling  process as an 
ideological prop fo r capita lism .
Rachel Sharpe argued tha t free schools and 
p ro g re s s iv e  s c h o o ls  w ere  n o t g e n u in e  
alternatives since they produce the same 
outcom es as conventiona l schools a lthough 
u tilis ing  d iffe ren t means. In essence, she fe lt 
progressive schools were bourgeois m idd le- 
class establishm ents devoted to the pursu it of 
a reactionary ind iv idua lism . By draw ing from  
the state system both parents and ch ildren 
who are d issatisfied, tha t system remains 
fundam entally untouched and secure.
O ther m ajor speakers inc luded Brian Abbey 
and Dean Ashenden, po litica l scientists from 
Adelaide, who provided a m arxist analysis of 
the South Australian education system. This 
centred on the Royal Com m ission of Inqu iry 
in to the W ilcox fam ily ’s refusal to  conform  to 
the reactionary and irra tiona l demands o f the 
D irector-G eneral, headm aster and teachers at 
the ir ch ild ’s school. Abbey and Ashenden 
am ply dem onstrated that education in South 
Austra lia  denied dem ocratic  partic ipa tion  and 
critic ism  from  either parents o r students.
R A D IC A L  E D U C A T IO N  G ROUP ("RED  
G ” )
Stem m ing from  the conference “W hat to do 
about S chools” has been the fo rm ation  of a 
nationw ide Radical Education Group (RED 
G ), based in Sydney. The im petus o f th is 
group is p rim arily  to prom ote a socia lis t 
analysis of schooling in cap ita lis t society. 
Furtherm ore, RED G seeks to develop 
educational s tructures and materials which 
w ill fac ilita te  both a c ritique  of cap ita lism  and 
the transition  to  socia lism  in Australia. Where 
necessary, RED G w ill actively intervene in 
educational ins titu tions  to defend and extend 
changes w hich transfer contro l in to the hands 
of teachers and students. A lthough RED G is 
barely three m onths old, it has branches in 
each Austra lian State. Readers of Austra lian  
Left Review are s trong ly  urged to become 
involved in th is activ ity  by contacting  one of 
the organisers listed below.
R ED  G has  a ls o  e n c o u ra g e d  th e  
establishm ent o f study groups whose task is to 
develop an understanding of m arxist theory in 
relation to education. In add ition, RED G 
already publishes a regular news bu lle tin  and 
w ill shortly  bring ou t its own magazine, 
Radical Education Dossier (RED), three tim es 
a year.
C O N C LU S IO N
This artic le  has attem pted to ind icate  both 
the theore tica l rationale behind moves fo r 
radical educational change, and the practica l 
measures taken to im plem ent a po litica l 
e co n o m y  o f e d u c a tio n . C o n te m p o ra ry  
activists in education are in strong agreem ent 
w ith Marx's thesis on Feuerbach - that 
previous educators have merely in terpreted 
the w orld, when the point, however, is to 
change it.
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